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ABSTRACT
Existing literature establishes a connection between elevating the status of women in less
developed countries and positive political outcomes including: increased national stability,
decreased likelihood of civil conflict, and international stability. In particular, the literature
suggests that working within the dominant cultural framework of a country makes development
projects more successful. This thesis expands upon these bodies of literature and examines the
outcomes of the work of two major development agencies in Afghanistan, the UN and USAID in
the area of women’s education and healthcare. The thesis analyzes some specific characteristics
that influence the effects of these programs in the Afghan context. It argues that when
development agencies work within the unique cultural context of Afghanistan, and promote
development gains for women within an Islamic framework, they are more likely to be effective
than if they do not work within this framework. The thesis tests this hypothesis with a
comparative qualitative analysis of the goals and accomplishes of the UN and USAID and
compares the results of the analysis with survey data from The Asia Foundation Survey of the
Afghan people, which provides data from 2006-2013 regarding attitudes of the Afghan people.
Based on a qualitative analysis, the study’s results, although tentative, identifies patterns of
success using the Islamic framework.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Elevating the status of women, meaning, allowing women equal access to education,
healthcare and effective political and legal equity, is an important human rights issue. Elevating
women goes beyond access to education and political voice; it is also connected to community
attitudes and norms. Women must be regarded by their society as equals to be treated equally.
There is an established connection between development gains for women1 and economic
improvement. The connection is simple, when basic levels of education for women rise so does
per-capita income, women pass on their skills and education in the home, allowing the cycle of
poverty to be lessened and possibly lifted. In turn, GDP increases and economic gains can be felt
of both the local and national level (Elborgh-Woytek and Newiack, 2013, 6, 21). Access to
education is the cornerstone in development, it allows women become more valuable to their
local society and their status is raised; local and national economies become more stable and
profitable.
The benefits of elevating women go beyond economics and women’s status is connected
to all facets of society, and the web of improvements caused by empowering women stretches
beyond the single individual: women who are able to read can better care for themselves and
their families, maternal health improves (UN Millennium Development Goals, 2013), and young
women can contribute to their families in a substantive manner, as opposed to being considered
merely chattel (GirlRising, 2013).
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Development gains and/or elevating and/or strengthening the status women is a broad term
used to describe in creases in equity of access to education, healthcare, and political
representation (i.e. right to vote, run for office).
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The correlation between development gains for women and bettered economies goes
beyond the humanitarian lens; it holds important political implications. Strengthening women’s
status through access to education, healthcare, and political representation directly correlates
with reduced rates of civil and interstate conflict, state insecurity, and authoritarianism (Hudson
2012, 95 and 101).
In an analysis of several nations, Hudson (2012, 100-101) found indicators related to the
subordination of women, such as literacy rate gaps, unequal sex ratios (from female infanticide)
and lack of women’s suffrage provide a template for other forms of oppression, including
authoritarianism and greater instances of intra and interstate conflict and instability. She argues,
“This suggests that while it is surely not the only important factor, the promotion of better
treatment for women would ensure greater social justice and peace, and would help prevent
domestic conflict within a nation (Hudson 2012, 102).”
Women’s status is more than a humanitarian or development agency issue; it is political
issue and in order to increase global stability a greater focus needs to be placed on the optimal
methods to elevate the status of women. International security cannot be attained without gender
equality (Hudson 2012, 102) and it is important to identify what approaches taken by actors
including development agencies and NGOS works to elevate women in countries where
instability and inequity for women exist. By identifying what approaches can help or hinder
women’s gains, scholars and policy-makers can create a framework to facilitate women’s
elevation in post-conflict environments. It is imperative that peace-building and development
projects focus on improving the status of women (Hudson 2012, 101).
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An important country to examine with regards to this issue is Afghanistan. Afghanistan
has faced war an occupation for centuries; colonial ambition of both Britain and Russia were
followed by Soviet occupation and a pro-communist coup in 1979 (Afghanistan Country Profile,
2014 Web). Despite modernization and vast gains for women under Soviet control, most
progress was lost in the ensuing years of civil war that followed. After years of violent conflict,
the Taliban, an ethnic Pashtun group claiming legitimacy under radical Islam, came to power and
held control of nearly 90% of the country (Afghanistan Country Profile, 2014 web). Under
Taliban rule, rigid tribal customs that were imposed in the name of Islam were put in place. Laws
included blocking women from any interaction with a male that was not a family member.
Women were unable to leave the house without a familial male chaperone; women were banned
from receiving an education and receiving medical treatment from a male. Women were
considered to be of little value and could be given away to settle debts or disputes. Child
marriage rates rose, and development gains made under Soviet control disappeared, while
illiteracy and both maternal and child mortality skyrocketed (Girl Rising, 2013). Amnesty
International reveals more disturbing facts:

“Women were essentially invisible in public life, imprisoned in their home. In Kabul,
residents were ordered to cover their ground and first-floor windows so women inside
could not be seen from the street. If a woman left the house, it was in a full body veil
(burqa), accompanied by a male relative: she had no independence. If women broke these
discriminatory laws, punishments were harsh. A woman could be flogged for showing an
inch or two of skin under her full-body burqa, beaten for attempting to study, stoned to
death if she was found guilty of adultery (Women in Afghanistan: The Back Story 2014,
web).
Afghanistan is still one of the most dangerous countries for women to live due to
women’s susceptibility to violence and lack of education and healthcare (Poll Says Afghanistan
3

‘most dangerous’ for Women, 2011). Women in Afghanistan have suffered for decades; and
have lived with virtually no access to education, healthcare or personal freedom. In the postTaliban era, Afghan women continue to face incredible challenges. Afghanistan is a divided
country in many ways; its landscape lead to many isolated, under-developed tribes living in nearconstant conflict. Years of repeated invasion, occupation and civil conflict have left Afghans to
be mistrusting and guarded about outsiders. Afghanistan is unstable and lacking in development.
For over a decade, since the fall of the Taliban, development agencies have been working in
Afghanistan to overcome some of these issues. Many gains have been made, but Afghanistan
still faces great instability, conflict and cleavages. Most Afghan women still have extremely
limited access to education and healthcare, and lack basic human rights. In order to bring greater
stability to Afghanistan, women must be granted more equity and human rights. Scholars need to
examine what aid programs features have worked to better women and what has not worked as
well.
Islamic Feminism: The Key to Success in Afghanistan?
Empowering women is the key strategy to greater stability in Afghanistan; however, it is
unclear where feminism fits into Afghan culture. Feminism and Islam are not mutually exclusive
terms. Feminism at its core is the empowerment of women leading to full equality between
genders. When one conjures up images of the Arab or Muslim world, feminism is largely absent
from the image. Many Westerners view Muslim women as subjugated and oppressed and in need
of a savior in the form of secular feminism. Media outlets have pushed the plight of the Afghan
woman again and again; the idea of freeing and saving Afghan women from Muslim and/or
Taliban oppressors was seen as a valid secondary justification for invading Afghanistan.
4

After many years of US troops present in Afghanistan, and the subsequent opening of
schools and health clinics, life for Afghani women is not very different. Many women in
Afghanistan live under very harsh, real oppression. Their lives are of no societal value and these
women are mistreated accordingly. Rape, abuse, and severe restrictions on basic social
interactions dominate the lives of Afghan women. Amnesty International projects that nearly
87% of Afghan women experience domestic abuse and that an Afghan boy is twice as likely to
be sent to school as an Afghan girl (“What is Life Like for Women in Afghanistan?” Amnesty
International, 2014).
The fight to “save” Afghan women through secular feminism is losing and scholars argue
that a different approach must be taken; Hudson argues, “Some of them most effective efforts in
facilitating women’s progress and furthering peace require that the agents of change build upon
the cultural and religious roots of those with whom they are working . . . culture is a powerful
force that needs to be respected (Hudson 2012, 171).” Women cannot simply abandon cultural
norms and live as equals in society overnight. Ziba Mir‐ Hosseini writes on the subject,
“Many observers were consequently surprised and disappointed that the downfall of the
Taliban did not lead to Afghan women’s mass abandonment of the burqa. Its persistence
was quite rightly judged, however, to reflect the persistence of traditional patriarchal
values and norms that the Taliban had merely enforced in an extreme form, norms and
values that most Afghan women and men continue to associate with Islam and that few of
them are yet ready to abandon in the absence of any credible or palatable alternative set
of values” (Mir-Hosseini 2006, 629).
Secular, Western feminism cannot be pushed onto the Afghan people. It is a naïve notion
to assume that women would simply be able to rise up and demand equal rights and treatment
immediately. Afghan people have lived with a strict set of patriarchal norms for many years, and
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these norms are engrained in everyday social interactions. These norms have grown out of a
radical, tribal version of Islam, and are not a moderate interpretation of Islam.
The foundations of Afghan society lie in Islam and women’s empowerment must be build
upon Islam. Islamic Feminism is born out of this idea-- empowerment and equality of the
genders through the teachings of Islam as opposed to humanist values. Margot Badan describes
Islamic feminism as
“A feminist discourse and practice that derives its understanding and mandate from the
Koran, seeking rights and justice within the framework of gender equality for women and
men in the totality of their existence. Islamic feminism explicates the idea of gender
equality as part and parcel of the Koranic notion of equality of all insan (human beings)
and calls for the implementation of gender equality in the state, civil institutions, and
everyday life. It rejects the notion of a public/private dichotomy (by the way, absent in
early Islamic jurisprudence, or fiqh) conceptualizing a holistic umma in which Koranic
ideals are operative in all space (Badran 2006, 9).”

Islamic feminism is way to create credible, alternative values for the Afghan people
(Mir-Hosseini 2006, 629). Islamic feminism embraces the Koran and the current Afghan societal
norms, but calls for an adjustment in Koranic interpretations regarding women. Islamic feminism
allows women to work within an acceptable cultural framework to gain equality and Islamic
feminism doesn’t alienate men or any of the core foundations of Afghan society.
Another important hurdle to overcome with the Islamic approach to feminism is to reject
the preconceived notion that Islam is inherently damaging to women. Mir-Hosseini argues “The
genesis of gender inequality in Islamic legal tradition, these scholars tell us, lies in the cultural
norms of early Muslim societies. While the ideals of Islam call for freedom, justice, and equality.
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. . (Mir-Hossenini 2006, 643).” Islam grants specific rights for women; although these rights are
often ignored and practices that create inequity between genders prevail.
The Islamic tradition is multi-layered and teachings come from multiple sources
including: the Koran, which is the holy book of Islam with instructions given directly from God
and recorded by the prophet Muhammad, the Sunnah which are writings regarding how
Muhammad lived his life, the Hadith which are saying attributed to Muhammad (Hasan 2005,
44). These three writings are also guided by fiqh and sharia, which are jurisprudence and a code
of law governing life (Hassan 2005, 44). The latter two aspects of Islam are subject to
interpretation by man and vary greatly from one Muslim society to another (Hassan 2005, 24).
The main source of information, which guides fiqh and sharia, is derived from Koranic verses.
The Koran teaches that God views all human beings as equal and afford the same rights
to both men and women including rights to justice, peace, security, education and family
decision making (Hassan 2005, 47). Unfortunately, scholars have interpreted the Koran to
exclude women from access to education, inheritance and basic human rights in many cases
(Hassan 2005, 51-54). Hassan argues,
“Although violations of women's rights are widespread in the Muslim world, it must be
borne in mind that the Koran does not discriminate against women. Not only does the
Koran emphasize that righteousness is identical in the case of both men and women, but
it clearly and consistently affirms women's equality with men and their fundamental right
to actualize the human potential that they share equally with men (Hassan 2005, 57).”

Tradition and social norms dictate how women live in Afghanistan. Women will not be able to
lift the curtain of oppressive Taliban tradition quickly, however Islamic feminism and working
7

with the Islamic framework could be the answer to empowering women. Hudson highlights that
it is best when practices for elevating and empowering women are viewed as something that is
not in conflict with societal norms and practices (Hudson 2012, 173). Islamic feminism is exactly
this method; it works to keep intact the values of Afghan society and actively engages men,
women and religious leaders to become invested in women’s rights. Islamic feminism creates a
middle road for women to pursue equity in a manner that does not force her to choose between
her traditions and Western feminism. Islamic feminism needs to be embraced by development
agencies to better assist Afghan women.
To examine this issue further of what approaches taken by development agencies best
work to empower women, this study will broadly compare the approaches and goals of the two
largest aid agencies in Afghanistan, the United Nations Afghan Development Program (UNDP
or UN) and the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) and compare the
aid agencies with data from the Asia Foundation Survey of the Afghan People to determine what
correlations can be drawn-- do Afghan feel the country is moving n the right direction? Are they
aware of aid programs, etc.? The Asia Foundation survey will also provide extremely important
data regarding the attitudes of the Afghan people.
Successful development needs to have the ‘buy in’ of the Afghan people; therefore it is
incredibly important that aid agencies understand the attitudes and values of the Afghan people.
The Asia Foundation has explored this data since 2006 and is the best source of information
regarding current and past attitudes of the Afghan people. Afghans have faced years of
occupation by outsiders and are resistant to foreign insertion into Afghan society. Trust must be

8

built between the aid agencies and the Afghan people, so it is important to identify what
organization and institutions the Afghan people have confidence in and trust. Additionally,
Afghans need to feel their concerns are being addressed by aid agencies. It is important that aid
agencies foster programs that meet the needs of Afghans, either rural or urban. Lastly, aid
agencies need to tailor programs in culturally appropriate and sensitive manners. Afghanistan is a
majority Muslim country and many Afghans also live by a strict tribal culture that pushes more
radical and constraining forms of Islam. Development agencies need to be sensitive to these
issues to gain the trust of the people.
By examining the Asia Foundation data and comparing it to the actions and goals of the
UN and USAID this study will help shed light on the development program features that best
elevate women in the Afghan context. The findings of this thesis can be used as a model for
development agencies and policy-makers to find better means to promote political stability in
diverse Muslim-majority countries similar to Afghanistan. Focused and effective aid programs
that can rapidly improve the status of women are a cost effective and long term solution to
creating political stability; however, the best delivery methods of aid agencies in this context has
not been examined.
This study is important; however, it is limited in several ways. The study relies on survey
data to reflect changes in cultural norms and attitudes over time, and relies on broad qualitative
comparisons of USAID and the UN to complement this date. Due to time constraints and limited
available data regarding regional level aid programs in Afghanistan, a broader national focus of
the UN and USAID programs has been taken versus a regional approach. Further study to
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examine the rural versus urban divide would complement the patterns uncovered in this study.
The Asia Foundation provides data on a regional and national level and the data helps to provide
more substantive and significant findings of the study regarding attitudes at the local level as
well as a better understanding of the regional and ethnic difference in Afghanistan. The results
of this qualitative analysis must be interpreted with regard to these limitations, however the
results are still original, important and build a solid foundation for further study.
Equity is dual sided; women must be deemed equals in their society to live as equals.
Effective equity is not possible without societal backing. Cultural norms and attitudes are
incredibly important to achieving parity between genders. This study places great importance on
societal norms and seeks to measure changes in these norms by utilizing the Asia Foundation
Survey of the Afghan people. This survey provides theoretical data, while the comparison of
USAID and UN programs and achievements provides empirical data regarding women’s gains in
Afghanistan. This combined data provides a more solidified foundation for comparison and
further study. This study is comprised of six chapters. In the next chapter I examine the relevant
literature to establish a clear theoretical surrounding the unique situation in Afghanistan. In
Chapter Three I establish my hypothesis and methods of evaluation based on the literature. The
fourth and fifth chapters compose my data and findings; Chapter four focuses on work of the
Asia foundation, while chapter five compares UN and USAID programs. The final chapter
reviews the importance of the topic, the findings and limitations of analysis and includes
recommendations for further study.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
To provide further background to this study, one must examine the current literature
surrounding several areas including civil conflict, gender, and development and peace building.
It is important to consider all of the literature with regard to the unique context of Afghanistan.
Afghanistan has undergone years of civil conflict and occupation. The protracted
conflicts plaguing Afghanistan have created challenges for development agencies. Deep mistrust
of outsiders, and divisions among Afghanistan’s many ethnic groups create a challenging
environment (Afghanistan Country Profile, 2014 Web). One uniting factor in Afghanistan is
Islam. Afghanistan is a Muslim majority country and nearly all inhabitants practice some form of
Islam. Islam is deeply engrained in Afghan culture and has been constantly embraced despite
years of foreign occupation. Islam is the base of the Afghan identity and transcends the rural,
urban and ethnic divisions (Coleman 2010, xxii). This deeply rooted identity in Islam allowed
the Taliban to come to power with relative ease. Islam is seen as the redeemer of society and is a
trusted remedy to the issues faced by the population2. The Taliban enforced a radical tribal
regime in the name of Islam; however this tribalism is not a true representation of moderate
Islam, which promotes education and specific rights for women (Coleman 2010, xxiv).

Similarly in Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood, which promoted “Islam is the solution” were
embraced by the majority of the country as a solution to end civil conflict despite hardline
Islamic views (Coleman 2010, xxii)
2
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The radical form of Islam imposed by the Taliban stripped women of most rights and
pushed women to the bottom of the Human Development Index (Human Development Reports,
2014). As mentioned previously, women in Afghanistan had virtually no rights, and ranked
behind most nations with regard to access to education, healthcare and basic political
representation for women.
Scholars note that women in developing countries are often considered the center of the
home, the managers of the family assets and land, yet these women are rarely consulted with
regard to major family decisions (Asaju & Adagba 2013, 39.) The concerns of women are
considered of little value and statistics show that women of great economic status are given great
societal worth (Asaju & Adagba 2013, 40, 43). The key to elevating women and allowing them
to gain wealth, influence, and power is access to education. Women’s ideas and input become
valid in their social networks only with increases in these types of development gains.
Unfortunately, gains for women become increasingly difficult during times of civil
conflict and in post-conflict rebuilding. Violence during civil conflict is specially geared toward
creating cleavages and targeting symbolic religious, ethnic, or gender groups to create divisions
among society (Kalyvas 2006, 171, 262). Women are often the targets of violent insurgent
groups as they are used as symbols to emasculate the whole community. (Bouta, Ferks 2002, 7).
By examining the issue of violent conflict from the gendered perspective suggests that it
is imperative to understand that women are key components of both conflict and society, and that
violence, and subsequently post-conflict rebuilding is a highly gendered issue. War is gendered
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and serves to reinforce cultural stereotypes. Goldstein (2001, 42-43) reveals that during times of
conflict women are blocked from power positions and gender equity.
Goldstein (2001, 261-265) notes that both guerilla insurgents and traditional soldiers
often depict the enemy as feminine, something weak that needs to be destroyed- and that those
who cannot defeat the enemy are also seen as weak and feminine. Goldstein demonstrates how
being in an armed conflict leads to reinforcement of gender roles, where women’s inequality,
inferiority, and weakness are only reinforced by armed conflict (Goldstein 2001, 331).
Macdonald (1988, 21) goes beyond the arguments of Goldstein and notes that women in
most cultures are seen as outside of the political sphere. She states that, “The association of
women with the private and domestic, rather than the public political, sphere may also be built
into a politically enfeebled picture of peace movements. Their vision is said to be limited or
naïve, and their concerns are depicted as those of individual rather than national security”
(Macdonald 1988, 21).
Macdonald highlights perfectly the issues faced by international development agencies
and other actors when trying to promote women’s interests during post-conflict recovery.
Women have been pushed out of the political sphere and are seen as of little value; getting
societies to accept women as productive members who belong in the sphere of politics and
education is a daunting task. Often in post-conflict societies, education and the empowerment of
women is seen as secondary to national stability; however it should be treated with great regard
to the political implications and stability it offers the nation.
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It is also important that women’s empowerment is substantively addressed, in many
instances, countries in the peace-building stage have begun to recognize the rights and values of
women on paper-- however; in practice this is very different. Gordon and Gordon (2012, 310)
examine the realities for women. They note that in many instances, the rights of women in
practice do not match what is laid out in law. They state, “In the 1990s, Ethiopia, Ghana,
Zimbabwe, and South Africa enacted new constitutions declaring women’s equality and
proscribing gender discrimination in such areas as property ownership, employment, or marriage
rights” (Gordon and Gordon 2012, 310). They highlight the disparities in practice of these laws
and practice, citing a striking case from 1999 Supreme Court Case in Zimbabwe where a woman
was evicted from land she rightfully inherited from her father. The judge stated in his ruling
“The nature of African society relegates women to a lesser status, especially in the family. A
woman should not be considered an adult, but only a “junior male” (Gordon and Gordon 2012,
311).
While women have been given rights in many situations, those rights are not respected or
enforced. We see by the term “junior male” that notions of feminine weakness and worthlessness
still permeate the highest levels of the law in many nations. In Afghanistan in particular, women
in positions of political power are often subject to violent threats and incidences; many women
who have been democratically elected to the Afghan Loya Jirga (parliament) over the last decade
have been subject to threats or have been murdered (Coleman 2012, 174-175). It is important to
not only realize the realities facing women with regard to legal rights, but to identify the feature
of initiatives that have been most successful in advocating for women’s rights.
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Despite the harsh realities facing women in the developing world, progress is being made
in many cases. One can also note substantive examples of women’s empowerment initiatives
promoted by international development agencies, like the United Nations bringing real results to
women. Development agencies, in many cases, have been able to work with the community and
gain the ‘buy in’ of locals to foster women’s empowerment through trusted community
organizations. As an example, in Serbia, domestic violence was commonplace and most women
feared retaliation from their spouses as well lack of support or further abuse from police. Women
who reported domestic violence were not taken seriously, and often did not receive support from
local police. Through UN educational programs women were able to voice their concerns as a
group and work together through their local UN educational program office to create an action
plan for dealing with local authorities to have their concerns to be seen a valid (Jaric, 2014).
Women are able to use local education centers as a place of empowerment, a meeting
point, and were able to form a group that provided them with a credible political backstop to
enforce their rights. Working with a credible multinational actor can be important to changing
the perception of women and their value to the community as it brings an outside voice that has
established itself in the community as being authoritative and not a threat to the current
community3.
Studying development agencies with regard to elevating the status of women is
important. Other scholars have examined the work of multinational organizations in similar

3

This study will explore similar examples of programs involving the community and
multinational actors in Afghanistan in the data and findings section.
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studies; for example Keck and Sikkink (1998) examine the most effective international women’s
campaigns to empower women and end violence against women. They highlight that reframing
violence against women as a health issue, as opposed to an issue of equal rights, helped the
movement gain international awareness and local support. The notion of ‘equal rights’ is often
viewed as a Western, imperialist paradigm, and is not embraced by many developing
communities. However, promoting the same issues in the framework of women’s health was
more acceptable to the local culture and was more easily embraced. Keck and Skikink (1998,
191-192) further argue that ending violence against vulnerable victims is a translucent crosscultural value, and that any success for women needed to be framed as a health or family issue in
order to gain social acceptance, as opposed to framing the issue as equality and dignity for
women.
In a study regarding gender equity and development for women in the Middle East and
North Africa, The World Bank (2013) highlights similar steps to achieving equity for women.
The study comments on importance of social norms with regard to progress,
“Additional interventions could be put in place to overcome the restrictions induced by
social norms that inhibit girls’ access to schooling or healthcare. Providing transportation
facilities or subsidies to girls to be able to access school or health facilities more easily,
or interventions such as having more female teachers and building girls’ bathrooms in
schools, may make it easier for parents to continue to send their girls to school.
Ultimately, identifying the appropriate mix of policies is strongly dependent on country
context (World Bank 2013, 129).”
Each aspect of the literature revealed how closely women are connected to violent conflict, post
conflict recovery, and cultural constructs. The literature exposes the disproportionate difficulties
women face during conflict and in post conflict rebuilding. It highlighted the lack of status and
political voice women carry in the developing world, and in particular Afghanistan. It explored
16

the precarious position women hold in society as keepers of the home and symbols of society as
a whole; the literature also echoes the notions put forth by Islamic feminism as the most viable
option in which to promote the empowerment of women.
Women hold a very delicate place in Afghan society, as does Islam. It is important to
recognize these to facets of Afghan society when attempting to raise the status of women in
Afghanistan. The literature highlighted the importance of working within the country context; in
Afghanistan this means paying close attention to the position and ‘honor’ of Afghan women and
to the highly valued place of Islam. Development agencies will not be successful at elevating in
empowering women if their actions are seen as violating women or Islam. It is important the
agencies work within the framework of Islam, especially with regard to programs involving
women. Programs seeming to be tools of westernization will not be embraced by local Afghan
communities; as noted by Keck and Sikkink (1998, 192) women’s programs and issues need to
be framed in the context outside of western context of “women’s empowerment” and as
something that the local community will embrace, such as a health issue. Nothing the importance
of Islam to the Afghan people, it would be wise for development agencies to frame women’s
issues in the context of Islam, and to utilize Islam as the basis for the program. Feminist
interpretations of Islam can provide a thoughtful backdrop on which development agencies can
connect with locals. By utilizing the Koran and the assistance of local Islamic authorities to
promote women’s education, access the healthcare and political voice within the current cultural
norms of Afghanistan, agencies can be more effective as promoting women as opposed to
approaching the issue a secular human rights issue.
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As mentioned previously, The Taliban enforced a very tribal based form of radical Islam;
however many moderate interpretations of Islam advocate women’s empowerment (Hassan
2005, 44). Hassan states the in Islam women are granted specific rights in the Koran including,
rights to justice, freedom from persecution, the right to acquire knowledge and the right to
privacy (Hassan 2005, 47-49). Despite clearly stated rights, Hassan acknowledges that
“Muslim women partake of all the rights that have been mentioned [above]. In addition,
women are the subject of much particular concern in the Koran. However, a review of
Muslim history and culture brings to light many areas in which—Koranic teachings
notwithstanding—women continued to be subjected to diverse forms of oppression and
injustice, often in the name of Islam. Although the Koran, because of its protective
attitude toward all downtrodden and oppressed classes of people, appears to be weighted
in many ways in favor of women, many of its women-related teachings have been used in
patriarchal Muslim societies against, rather than for, women. Muslim societies in general
appear to be far more concerned with trying to control women's bodies and sexuality than
with women’s human rights (Hassan 2005, 50).”
The use of Islam to subjugate women is practices heavily in Afghanistan; however it can also be
used as the basis upon which to empower women. Hassan continues,
“God, who speaks through the Koran, is characterized by justice, and it is stated clearly in
the Koran that God can never be guilty of zulm (unfairness, tyranny, oppression, or
wrongdoing). Hence, gender injustice cannot be legitimized with reference to any
Koranic text. The goal of Koranic Islam is to establish peace, which can only exist within
a just environment “(Hassan 2005, 57).
Taking note from the literature, utilizing moderate interpretation of the Koran to
empower women in Afghanistan will be the most affective way to elevate Afghan women. The
importance of Islam and the must be taken into account and development agencies must work
within this context of feminist interpretations of Islam to be successful. Hassan reinforces this
point,
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“Western analysts are still unable or unwilling to see Islam as a religion capable of being
interpreted in a progressive way or problem is their refusal to understand the pivotal role
of Islam in the lives of Muslims. . . I do not believe that any viable model of selfactualization can be constructed in Muslim societies, for women or men, that is outside
the framework of normative Islam deriving from Koranic teachings, and exemplified in
the life of the Prophet of Islam. Nor do I believe that any profoundly meaningful or
constructive dialogue can take place between "the World of Islam" and "the West"
without a proper recognition of what Islam means to millions of Muslims (Hassan 2005,
64).”
Hassan notes three other key issues: Islam is often not rightfully interpreted and used as a tool to
subjugate women, Islam can be used to empower women and that lastly, Western development
agencies must recognize the critical place of Islam in Muslim majorities societies. Without
recognizing the importance of Islam and framing empowerment around Islam, development
agencies will not be successful. These key pieces of knowledge, combined with the rest of the
supportive body of literature, help frame this study and establish a solid theoretical base on
which to build a hypothesis.
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CHAPTER THREE: THEORHETICAL FRAMEWORK AND
METHODOLOGY
Theoretical Framework
The literature has covered several important factors relevant to this thesis, including
issues of gender and violence, effective equity and the importance of Islam. These factors are
important for creating a sound theoretical framework from which to develop a hypothesis. In
short, the literature has revealed gendered nature of conflict and civil violence, the
inconsistencies that women face under the law- what is practiced versus what is ‘on paper’, and
what development does for women to improve their status as well as the political stability of
their country as a whole.
It has been noted that development programs are often overlooked in the peacebuilding
process and that women’s concerns are often seen as naïve or selfish. Despite women’s interests
as being seen as ‘unimportant’, scholars have established a link between raising that status of
women and political stability both at the national and international level (Hudson, 2012, 95).
The issue at hand is to determine what features make a development program more successful at
raising that status of women. This thesis does not seek to study which programs are more
‘successful’ based on number of women reached, but rather seeks to determine what features
allow a program to be successful at changing the attitude of the general population toward
women. As mentioned in the literature, it is important therefore to consider the unique cultural
background and role of women within Afghanistan when examining these programs.
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According to a University of West Florida and joint US Navy cultural awareness training
documents regarding Afghan customs and social norms, life for women is bleak,
“. . . Marriages are usually arranged, and women are usually less educated than men.
They marry young, have many babies (preferably boys), generally do not work outside
the home, and are usually restricted to socializing with female relatives. . . In all cases,
females are highly deferential to all male family members, even when older females
interact with younger male siblings and cousins.
For all Afghan women, maintaining a good reputation is a lifelong demand. Once a
women’s reputation is tarnished, she is no longer respected. Promiscuity, rape, divorce
and the like will all tarnish a women’s reputation. Once a women’s reputation is
tarnished, she is no longer respectable and society’s respect cannot be reattained.”(Afghanistan Society and Norms – Gender Roles: Women, 2010 Web.)

Other authors also highlight that Afghan women have long symbolized the honor of the
family and the nation (Skaine, 2008, 5). Women represent Afghan culture and its values; Islam
and the family are central to all Afghan ethnic groups and groups seen as subverting Islam or the
family will be greatly mistrusted (Sakinem 2008, 73 and Rostami-Povey, 2007, 130-132). This
pertains the importance of embracing development programs that will not tarnish social
perceptions of ‘honor’ or Islamic values. Development programs will have to tread a fine line in
order to be effective at changing attitudes toward women without becoming too intrusive or
being seen as an affront to Afghan values.
Afghanistan has long been at the center of foreign invasion and occupation and this has
created a significant degree of mistrust of outside countries and cultures. Many Afghans felt the
Soviet era as an affront to Islamic values, and especially to the role of Afghan women. Soviet
occupation created a polarizing effect causing the population to embrace radical Islamic practices
21

to subvert the Western influence of the USSR (Rostami-Povey, 2007, 132). Rostami-Povey
(2007, 139) expands on the notion of westernization and women in Muslim countries stating,
“. . .the histories of all Muslim majority societies demonstrate that whenever the imperial powers
adopted the rhetoric of women’s liberation in order to justify their imperial domination, they
faced resistance and rejection, (Rostami- Povey 2007, 139).” It is no wonder that after the
Soviets withdrew from Afghanistan, and after years of civil war, the Taliban enforced the
practice of harsh tribal policies under the guise of Islam and protecting the honor of the family.
In short, women had to remain fully covered by a burka; women and girls were barred
from receiving any education, employment outside of the home, and were cut off by society.
Women could not leave their home without a male chaperone, and women could not have any
social interaction with a man that was not a relative. These policies effectively barred women
from any form of education, medical care, or political involvement. While these practices are
not currently embraced by all Afghans, it is important to understand the social constructs in place
in Afghanistan until very recently.
Another important factor is the ethnic and religious division throughout the country.
Afghanistan is a multiethnic society, with a majority population adhering to Sunni Islam;
Afghanistan’s diverse demographics are important variables to consider. Only 23% of Afghans
live in an urban environment; the vast rural areas, which are often inaccessible by car, are home
to a very diverse ethnic population, including a breakdown of Pashtun (42%), Tajik (27%),
Hazara (9%), Uzbek (9%), Aimak (4%), Turkmen (3%), Baloch (2%), and other (4%).
Furthermore, religion plays a large role in Afghan, culture nearly 80% of all Afghans practice
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Sunni Islam while most Hazaras constitute a substantial Shiite minority (Cordesman, 2014, 45).
It is important to consider these cultural and ethnic aspects when evaluating development
programs. Program in rural areas will need to be tailored differently than in urban areas, and
regions where the majority Pashtun population lives will face greater challenges in transforming
the lives of women, as Pashtun areas are some of the former Taliban stronghold areas.
Hypothesis
There is an observed connection found in the literature tying increases in women’s status
to positive political outcomes at both the national and international level (Hudson 2012, 98, 99.
101). There is also an observed correlation tying development programs to the betterment of
women (increased health, education and economic status). What factors lead to development
programs’ effectiveness at elevating the status of women is what has not been determined. The
literature leads one to discern that following development programs in the Islamic framework,
and embracing an Islamic feminism model of interpretation will be most beneficial for women.
By combining these observations and information, from the literature one can establish a general
hypothesis regarding this issue:
H1 In a comparison of UN and USAID programs in Afghanistan, those programs that
work within the Islamic framework, will be more likely to have success in elevating the
status of women, than programs that disregard the Islamic framework.
It may appear contrary to the development and betterment of women to pursue a religious
basis for elevating women; however, as outlined in the literature and theoretical framework,
Islam is central to the Afghan identity. It transcends many cleavages including ethnic, religious
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sects, and the urban/rural divide. The fight for women’s rights must be in the context of the
Afghan identity and Islamic community (Rostami-Povey, 142, 2007). Islam has been a binding
factor in Afghanistan and has been a uniting factor when facing foreign invasion. As noted
previously, many Afghans currently distrust foreign intervention and view it as a threat to
Afghan society. By embracing Islam, and working within the framework of Islam, aid groups
will be better able to connect with the Afghan people. This means simple instructions such as
consulting the local Islamic leader (Mullah) when beginning an aid project in a local area. It also
means observing key facets of Islam and Afghan culture such as the social separation of women
and men. Simple acts, such as having classes for women taught by women, and having female
doctors, not men available to women. Paying attention to the cultural and religious confines of
the Afghan people will preserve the ever-important honor of Afghan women and will make the
projects and their outcomes for women more acceptable.
Methodology
In order to accept or reject the hypothesis, several different approaches can be taken. The
most in-depth approach would involve personal interviews at the regional level regarding the
opinions of the Afghan people toward specific development agencies, and individual projects
within these agencies. One could then compare the answers given by the Afghan people and
compare and contrast the results with regard to ethnic background, religious sect, and urban
versus rural divide. This study doe not have access to this type of in-depth data, so the Asia
Foundation survey of the Afghan people will be used in place of this data.
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As stated by the Asia Foundation, “The survey is the longest-running public opinion poll
in the country. Over 9,000 Afghan citizens across 34 provinces reveal opinions on security,
political participation, the economy, women's rights, and development. This marks the ninth in
the Foundation's series of surveys in Afghanistan”, (Shawe 2013, 1). The survey has been
tracking data regarding attitudes and norms of the Afghan people since 2006. This data will take
the place of interviews needed to track change in attitudes and societal norms and should allow
the study to identify major changes in the views of the Afghan people regarding women, as well
as whether or not Afghan people embrace development programs or notice the programs at all.
Additionally, I will utilize data from the two largest development agencies at work in
Afghanistan to identify the broader programs, goals, and accomplishments of each aid agency
including, the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), the United Nations
Development Program (UNDP). A broad overview of the programs designed to elevate women
and practices in place at each agency; both USAID and the UN host several different individual
projects at various locations that can range from educational programs, to job training or health
clinics.
The main program focus of this study will be educational programs, and access to basic
healthcare, as these are some of the most basic services denied to women under Taliban rule. The
comparison will not be limited to the scope of gender-specific education, but will examine the
efforts of both organizations as whole. It is important to not only grasp the efforts being put into
educating young women, but to examine this information within the context of each program as a
whole. This will allow the study to reveal any significant differences or similarities in how each
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development agency pursues women’s education. This information will provide the study with
the basic program structures in place, and a solid base at which to compare the program features
to the possible changes in attitude of the Afghan people.
This data allows for measurement caveats in this thesis; I cannot provide a true empirical
or causal link between specific local or nation development programs put in place by the UN or
USAID and the change in attitude of the Afghan people toward women without micro data
regarding specific projects and attitudes of those who either participate in the project or live in
the area where those projects are taking place. The study would require far more in-depth
interviews and deeper regional date on programs put in place by the UN or USAID. The survey
of the Afghan people does include questions regarding development agency awareness; however,
the questions are not in-depth and cannot provide the necessary evidence to provide significant
findings; however; the survey does provide a solid observable base upon which one can pursue
further in-depth research.
The Survey of the Afghan people will highlight the several important factors to consider
with regard to attitudes of the Afghan people and their views of women since 2006. The study
does reveal what average Afghans believe regarding women and education, work and political
voice. The survey also reveals broad attitudes such as whether or not Afghans feels the country s
headed in the ‘right direction’ and why. As mentioned previously, due to lack of data in-depth
data, I am not be able to study this project to at the micro level; however I have a significant
theoretical base and literature base on which to pursue this study. To combat this lack of microlevel data, I will utilize the national level as well as a regional breakdown of data (when
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available) from the Survey of the Afghan People in order to highlight ethnic, regional, and urban
similarities and differences.
By using the survey data and broad program information from the UN and USAID one
can begin to identify what programs are or can be more effective at elevating the status of
women in Afghanistan. It is important to understand the goals and practices in place, especially
with regard to development programs focused on women. The overview of USAID and UN
programs in Afghanistan will allow one to be able to determine if and how these programs work
to accommodate a respect for Islam.
This data can be combined with valuable information regarding attitudes regarding
women’s place in society, as well as the concerns of women at the national and regional level.
The Asia Foundation has been conducting the Survey of the Afghan People since 2006; there are
several years of data tracking social attitudes and concerns in each region- this data can help
reveal what concerns, if any, of the Afghan people have been alleviated, and it will reveal and
change in the social status of women in each region of the years. Simple questions, such as
‘Should women work outside of the home?” or “Should men and women have equal access to
education?” asked repeatedly over nine years will reveals certain trends in Afghan attitudes at the
regional level.
The data findings will be examined from the both a regional and national perspective; one
must account for possible differential views with regard to urbanization, ethnic group, and
religious sect. With this information one will not be able to identify specific programs
responsible for changing attitudes, but one can identify most likely identify if development
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programs have been embraced at the regional level and why. To compliment the findings and to
counter for the measurement issues, the data chapters will include pertinent data from other,
similar development programs. The data should provide insight into programs used in other
nations, under similar circumstances, and will help substantiate more significant results.
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CHAPTER FOUR: AFGHANISTAN DATA AND ANALYSIS
The Work of the Asia Foundation and Life in Afghanistan
The literature review revealed two aspects that are central to raising the status of women:
firstly, the obvious increased access to education, healthcare, employment, and political voice.
The trickier, second aspect of raising that status of women is making sure that women have equal
status and treatment in reality; far too often women are granted equality under the law, but this is
not practiced. The practice of effective equality is very closely tied to attitudes and cultural
norms. This common issue was highlighted in the literature review in the case of a woman in
Zimbabwe seeking her rightful inheritance; she was denied on the grounds that a woman should
be considered a ‘junior male’ and not a full adult with equal access to the law (Gordon 2012,
311). Similar notions permeate Afghanistan; one example is the murder of Safia Amajan, and
Afghan parliamentarian who was shot to death outside of her home in 2006. Amajan was a
democratically elected official who was denied bodyguards and official government transport
(which other male officials were allowed), despite receiving death threats to her home (Coleman
2010, 174-175). Amajan was not taken seriously as a politician, and neither were her concerns
over the death threats taken seriously by the Afghan government.
In Afghanistan, women are beginning to be taken more seriously, and answers in the
Survey of the Afghan people reflect this. The Asia Foundation states (Shawe 2013, 106),
“An overwhelming majority of Afghans (90%) agree with the idea that everyone should
have equal rights under the law, regardless of their gender, including 59% who strongly
agree. However, a higher proportion of women (66%) than men (53%) express strong
support for equal rights under the law.
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There is also a notable urban-rural split on this question: while 71% of urban respondents
strongly agree, only 56% of rural respondents strongly agree that women and men should
have equal rights under the law. (Shawe 2013, 106).”
Measuring changes in attitudes over time is very important. This allows the study to
accurately gauge whether or not development has been effective in Afghanistan. One must
compare data from 2006 to 2013 to determine if and what changes in societal norms and attitudes
have come about. This data is complemented by examining the approaches of the UN and
USAID development organizations in Afghanistan and will allow the study to provide more
substantive results. By examining the Asia Foundation survey, one should be able to at least
identify what development program features best work to elevate that status of women and
whether or not embracing the Islamic framework is a critical factor.
The Asia Foundation Survey Results
It is important to first gauge the current attitudes and situation for women in Afghanistan.
Nationally, over 57% of Afghans feel the country is moving in the right direction (note figure 1);
this has only grown since 2006, indicating a shared optimism of the Afghan people. According to
the Asia Foundation ‘moving in the right direction means:
“When looking at the different responses to the question on why the country might be
moving in the right direction, the top five issues were: Reconstruction (32%); Good
security (24%); Improved education system (13%);Opening of schools for girls (13%);
and the presence of the Afghan National Army (ANA)/Afghan National Police (ANP)
(13%) (Shawe 2013, 18).”
One can also note two large factors indicating ‘the right direction’ being: improved educational
system and opening of school for women. The average Afghan is taking note of changes in their
society with regard to education, and with regard to education for women. Additionally, 83% of
those polled strongly or somewhat agree that women should have equal access to education.
30

However; only 63% of Afghans feel that women should be able to work outside the home
(Afghanistan Survey: Visualizing Afghanistan, 2013).

Figure 1: National Mood of Afghanistan 2006-2013, is the country moving in the right direction? (Shawe 2013, 16).

According to the Asia Foundation, nationally, “The biggest problems facing women in
Afghanistan, respondents referenced the following top five issues: Education/illiteracy (27%);
Lack of job opportunities for women (12%); Lack of women’s rights (10%); Forced
marriages/dowry payments (9%); and Domestic violence (8%),” (Shawe, 2013, 25). When
broken down to a regional level, access to education is considered a more pressing issue in nonPashtun regions. The survey highlights:
“Across the country, illiteracy and the lack of education is identified as the biggest
problem facing women in all regions, with the highest proportions recorded in the
Central/Hazarajat (30%), North West (27%), and Central/Kabul and East regions (both
24%). Issues of illiteracy and education were mentioned least frequently in the South
West (17%) region.
The lack of job opportunities for women was particularly prominent in the North West
(23%) and North East (21%), followed by the Central/Kabul (15%), Central/Hazarajat
(14%), and West (11%) regions,” (Shawe, 2013, 25-26).
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Figure 2:The biggest problems facing women by percentage, in Afghanistan 2006-20013, (Shawe, 2013, 27).

These survey results highlight the top issues facing women since 2006 in Afghanistan,
and it can be seen in figure two that concerns regarding education and literacy have continued to
be a priority concern. Lack of job opportunities has also grown consistently, reflecting an idea
that jobs and working outside of the home are becoming more important to Afghan women. One
can also note a decrease in pregnancy-related healthcare concerns, which enforces the notion that
Afghan women as a whole now have better access to health services during pregnancy and birth.
The survey responses also reinforce the notion that in the Pashtun majority regions of the
southeast and southwest have been slow to change attitudes regarding women’s place in society
(as highlight in pg. 31 and below in figure 3). The Pashtun regions are the old Taliban
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strongholds areas in Afghanistan; these areas are rural, underdeveloped and subject to more
violence and instability than other regions of Afghanistan (BBC, Afghanistan Profile, 2014). The
majority of Afghans are Pashtun, and it is critically important to further successful development
programs in Pashtun regions to elevate women.

Figure 3: Biggest problems facing women in Afghanistan 2013 (Shawe 2013, 27).

Development projects have not gone unnoticed across Afghanistan; however different
regions are more aware of certain types of projects. According to the survey:
“Nationally, in 2013, the three most recognized categories of development projects were
those involving reconstruction or opening of new schools (37% of respondents), building
of roads and bridges (36%), and improving the drinking water supply (31%). These are
all “hard” project types that have long-term benefits and employ or directly benefit large
numbers of people,” (Shawe, 2013, 56).
It is obvious that education is being made a priority by development organizations; however, it is
also clear that in certain regions of Afghanistan that education of women is of very little concern
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to the average Afghan. Over 60% of those surveyed nationally noted that they have received no
formal education. When broken down by gender a greater disparity is revealed “The percentage
of respondents reporting that they have no education rises to 76% for women, compared to only
44% for men. Lack of education is more common among rural respondents (63%) than urban
(48%) respondents,” (Shawe, 2013, 64). As noted in the literature review, education for women
is the best foundation on which to increase all other development goals. With education
increases, the community and a whole is bettered: the health and wealth correlation. The major
issue is how to implement programs that will be embraced by the local culture. Education for
women is not seen as a priority in many areas of Afghanistan; and it is vital to make women and
their status in society a vital priority to have positive political outcomes in the future. It is
therefore necessary to identify what programs features best promote women in society.

Figure 4: Lack of Education: 2013, Urban and Rural Breakdown (Shawe 2013, 64).
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One interesting feature found in the survey again points to ethnic and regional differences
with regard to education attainment by women, “Hazara women (28%) were significantly more
likely to have had formal education at any level than women from any other ethnic group.
Hazara (14% of those surveyed) and Tajik (10% of those surveyed) women were most likely to
have high school diplomas, and Uzbek (3%) and Pashtun (5%) women the least likely,” (Shawe,
2013, 66). Once again it can be noted that former Taliban stronghold areas have the lowest levels
of education. This repeated pattern reveals that development groups must create programs that
will be embraced by these rural, radicalized areas. Access to education is another important
factor. As shown in figure 5, respondents views have in favor of equal access to education has
declined since 2006 on the national level.

Figure 5: Opportunities in Education 2006-2013 (Shawe, 2013, 111).

The Asia Foundation expands upon the survey question and again reveals the urban and rural
disparity:
“Urban residents (91%) are significantly more likely to support equal educational
opportunities for women compared to rural residents (81%). Across the country,
respondents from the West (21%) and South West (15%) regions were most likely to
disagree with gender equality in education, while those in the Central/Hazarajat region
(3%) were least likely to disagree. While Hazaras (88%) appear to be slightly more likely
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to be supportive of equal educational opportunities for women, overall there were no
notable differences across ethnic groups (Shawe 2013, 112).”

Another important feature highlighted by the survey is the confidence Afghan people
place in various institutions and organizations, including the government, NGOs, and religious
leaders. With regard to national and international NGOs, in 2011, 56% of Afghans placed “a
lot” of confidence in international NGOs, in 2012 the number dropped to 53%, and then to 51%
in 2013. Similar patterns can be found with regard to nationals NGOs, in 2011 and 2012 54%
responded with “a lot’ of confidence in national NGOs, and in 2013, it fell to 51% (Asia
Foundation, 2013, 77). Since 2011 however, confidence has remained high in religious leaders,
in 2011 and 2012 74% of Afghans reported “a lot” of confidence in religious leaders, in 2013 the
number dropped to 66% (Shawe, 2013, 77). While there has been a drop in confidence levels in
religious leaders; religious leader have been the highest rated in institution/organization in
Afghanistan, compared to NGOs or the Afghan government, since measurement began in 2011
by the Asia foundation. This is a critical factor- Afghan people place more confidence as whole
in the importance of Islam as opposed to the government, or NGOs. Noting this, and the
information previously outlined regarding the importance of Islam and the family to Afghan
people, it is vital that development programs recognize the importance of Islam in daily life of
every Afghan.
These survey results begin to lay a solid foundation for analysis. There are several
conclusions that can be drawn: the average Afghan is optimistic about the future of Afghanistan
and is aware of the progress being made with regarding to opening schools in general, and with
the greater access to education for women. Greater access to education is reflected in the
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changing concerns of women overtime; the concerns of women are developing with greater
access to education and now the demand for jobs is becoming more important for Afghan
women. Women are also becoming less concerned with being unable to access basic healthcare
services relating to pregnancy; this is most likely a reflection of women having better access to
care, meaning more female, trained healthcare workers are present.
These changing concerns overtime also reflect that some areas are slower to change than
others. The more extreme, Pashtun Taliban areas have been slower to except women’s access to
education and right to equal access to education. There is noted backsliding in these areas; and
aid agencies must be aware of this and programs and projects must be tailored to fit these rural
more religiously extreme areas.
The Work of the Afghan Ministry of Education
The work of the ministry of education complements the Asia Foundation data. The reality
of education and the challenges to providing education in Afghanistan are not something its
current government hides. The Ministry of Education report its top challenges openly online,
noting several key obstacles; “Approximately 42%, or five million of the estimated 12 million
school-aged children and youth do not have access to education. Over 5,000 schools are without
usable buildings, boundary walls, safe drinking water or sanitation facilities” (Afghanistan
Ministry of Education, 2014, web.).
The ministry also highlights challenges facing women and girls access to education
noting the staggering facts regarding the enrollment of girls in school; “Long walking distances
to school and lack of safe/proper learning environments are major impediment toward female
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participation in schooling; [there are] no female students enrolled in grades 10-12 in 200 of 412
urban and rural districts, and 245 out of 412 urban and rural districts do not have a single
qualified female teacher; [lastly] 90% of qualified female teachers are located in the nine major
urban centers (Kabul, Herat, Nangrahar, Mazar, Badakhshan, Takhar, Baghlan, Jozjan and
Faryab) (Afghanistan Ministry of Education, 2014, web.).” These facts once again highlight the
rural and urban disparities facing Afghanistan, and the need for educational programs that are
specifically structured to meet Afghan culture.
The statements released by the Afghan Ministry of Education give insight to the
previously mentioned attitudes of the role of women in Afghanistan and further enforce the
notion that it would be culturally unacceptable to send a young woman to school a mixed gender
school, or a school taught by a male teacher. Sadly, it is not the norm to send females to attend
school, as mentioned previously, 76% of women in Afghanistan have no formal education; so in
order to encourage females to attend school, schools must be culturally acceptable- meaning their
teaching methods and structure must fit into an acceptable framework where a woman’s honor or
reputation would not be damaged; i.e. gender segregated schools, and same gender teachers, and
safe access for women travelling to and from school.
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CHAPTER FIVE: DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMS AT WORK
United Nations Development Program
It is important to gauge the Asia Foundation survey results with regard to the work of the
two major development organizations at work in Afghanistan. The UN has had several ongoing
projects under the scope UN development Program (UNDP) in Afghanistan for over a decade
(United Nation Development Program, 2013). The primary goals of the UNDP in Afghanistan
are to reach the Millennium Development Goals by 2020. The focus of the nine goals are: to
eradicate extreme poverty and hunger; to achieve universal primary education; to promote
gender equality and empower women; to reduce child mortality; to improve maternal health; to
combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases; to ensure environmental sustainability; to lastly
to develop a global partnership for development; and lastly, to enhance security (The Millennium
Development Goals Nine Goals for 2020, 2014).
Despite this consistent presence in Afghanistan, the UN has made only modest progress
with its Afghan UNDP with regard to women’s education and empowerment. Currently, the
outlook for Afghan women is bleak. In its program information, the UN stresses “In a war-torn
country such as Afghanistan, providing women with the necessary skills to pursue a career is
vitally important. While women often suffer the most in the aftermath of conflict, as they usually
lack access to education, stable employment and equal rights, providing jobs for women can
quickly lead to an improved quality of life for entire households.” (UNDP Gender Equality
Project II, 2012).
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The challenge of dealing with a post-conflict, underdeveloped nation has driven the
UNDP to become creative in developing programs that will be effective in Afghanistan. Since
2009 the UN has partnered with the Afghan Ministry of Hajj and Religious Affairs and the
Ministry of Women’s Affairs to require that local mullahs and community leaders receive
training on the topic of women’s rights as set out by Islamic law. The UN released a statement
noting, “Leaders receive training on the consequences of early marriage, forced marriage and
gender-based violence and discuss inheritance issues, including a comparison between what
Islamic law says about a woman’s right to inheritance and what happens in practice,” (In
Afghanistan, Mullahs Use Islam to Protect Women and Their Rights, 2014). Since the program’s
inception, it has grown from 500 mullahs to over 3,500 mullahs in several provinces. The UN
also stressed that the program has been successful due to the fact that “Afghanistan’s population
is almost entirely composed of traditional communities strictly adhering to their local cultures
and customs. As a result, people often trust only their religious scholars and mullahs, who are
respected as wise and honest community leaders who safeguard society’s values,” (In
Afghanistan, Mullahs Use Islam to Protect Women and Their Rights, 2014). This is a prime
example of success driven by working within the Islamic framework, and by utilizing a feminist
interpretation of Islam; it is not the only area where the UN seeks to work within Islam to
achieve its goals.
The UN incorporates the Islamic framework into nearly every program affecting women.
Under the Millennium Development Goals, two main project types affecting women include
maternal healthcare and education projects. In a study regarding development in Afghanistan the
UN concluded that “. . . gender equality and women’s rights will progress further if set within an
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Islamic framework,” (Religious Inter-school Competition Inspires Young Leaders, 2014). The
UNDP in Afghanistan thereforepushes educational projects that promote women within the
Islamic framework by actively distributing materials regarding women’s rights in Islam and by
promoting annual school competitions among 1,500 students to teach women’s rights (Religious
Inter-school Competition Inspires Young Leaders, 2014).
With regard to healthcare, working within the acceptable cultural framework has helped
to lower the level of maternal mortality from 1,900 death per 100,000 in 2007 to 400 deaths per
100,000 in 2013 (Sakine, 110, 2007 and WHO, 2014). This is exponential drop has happened
due to several factors including an increase in trained female midwives in Afghanistan. The UN
notes, “Midwifery training programs, organized by international agencies, national ministries
and the United Nations, are addressing the need in Afghanistan for more skilled maternal care.
And Afghanistan has been making important progress in reducing maternal death rates -showing a 22 percent decline since 2000”(Chiti-Strigelli, 2012). Midwives allow women in
remote areas to access basic healthcare, and having trained female midwives in not an affront to
Islamic values, whereas seeing a male doctor would be considered inappropriate. The work of
the UN is consistent with the data reflecting a decreased concern of women regarding access to
pregnancy related healthcare. While one cannot directly link the UN programs causally to this
drop in concern, a pattern can be established reflecting the success of these types of programs
utilizing female healthcare workers to treat Afghan women.
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The program goes beyond the training of female midwives; the promotion and increase of
contraception was also successfully implemented under Islamic values in Afghanistan. Doctors
from the UN elaborated on the program in a WHO bulletin
“We updated contraceptive information, used quotations from the Koran (the holy book
of Islam) on birth spacing, and educated women and men about correct use and common
non-harmful side-effects. Short written guidance for couples on oral and injectable
contraceptives was given to all 3,708 families in the project. Each method had a verse
from the Koran, approved by the mullahs (religious leaders), advocating two years of
breastfeeding/pregnancy spacing. . . Simple instructions for use were included. Nonliterate women found family members or neighbors who could read the instructions, and
mullahs used the instructions to educate communities” (Huber, 2010, web).

The success of such programs is in large part to the UN working within the framework of Islam.
Huber goes on to add “Regular interaction with community leaders, mullahs (religious leaders),
clinicians, community health workers and couples led to culturally acceptable innovations. . .
The contraceptive prevalence rate increased by 24–27% in 8 months in the project areas,” (Huber
2010, web). Without the inclusion of local mullahs and the Koranic backing utilized by the UN,
the program would not have been a success.
Scholars and aid workers repeatedly point to the inclusion of Islam as the turning point of
a program’s success. Even under the Taliban government in the 1990s, UN Habitat manager
Samantha Reynolds recalls when approaching a local Mullah at the time:
“He agreed with . . . all of our goals for his village, except he refused to allow women to
participate . . .He quoted the Koran, trying to make a point about women not being
allowed out of the house. But we quoted the Koran right back at him. Our workers were
all trained in the relevant passages from the Koran and the Hadith to make the case for
women’s participation. The local Mullah had no choice but to agree with us,” (Coleman,
2010, 190).
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Similar training for UN workers in other sectors is also available. The UN publishes materials
regarding land and inheritance law to help train current UN Habitat workers on the Koranic
context and how to best approach local communities (Sait, 2010).
Outside the context of UN programs, working within the Islamic framework has been
successful in promoting women’s education. In 1989, Sakena Yacoobi, a Shia refugee living in
Pakistan, wanted to start a school for young women; she immediately went to the Mullah in the
refugee camp for his support. With the support of the Mullah the school grew to accept 15,000
students (boys and girls). Yacoobi stated “The reason I was so successful in getting kids in
school was because I respected the local culture; I was very sensitive to the local culture,”
(Coleman 2010, 169-170). Other scholars note that in promoting women’s rights and
empowerment in a Muslim society, the use of the Islamic framework broadens the discourse and
makes the fight for women’s rights more inclusive, and a stronger force for change (RostamiPovey 2007, 143).
The inclusion of Islam is necessary in the Afghan context. Several examples from UN
programs and other similar programs in Afghanistan highlight the success gained from working
with the Islamic framework. Islam provides a way for NGOs to connect with the local
community and promote programs and empowerment on terms that are acceptable to the local
culture. Islam provides legitimacy to the programs in the eyes of the Afghan people. Using an
Islamic framework also allows for inclusion of men and religious leader in the discourse of
women’s empowerment. The Islamic framework does not exclude anyone from the community
and it allows the community to be more invested in programs. This community investment will
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help programs gain even more legitimacy and will make the programs stronger and more
resistant to extremist, oppressive viewpoints. It will be very important that these programs
remain strong, relevant, and resistant to outside oppressive forces as troops and funding
withdraw from Afghanistan. As noted before, women and Islam are central to all Afghani
people; in order for women to be elevated, the Islamic framework is necessary.
When examining USAID programs, the need to work within the Islamic framework
becomes more prevalent. USAID has also been successful at promoting women’s rights and
education in Afghanistan, however many projects have been met with hostility from the Afghan
people and Americans. USAID has a distinct approach in its programs, which shies away from
working within the Islamic framework; this approach will have negative consequences and slow
the progress of elevating women in Afghanistan and will leave programs weaker as troops leave
Afghanistan.
USAID in Afghanistan
Since 2002 USAID has provided more than $17 billion in aid to Afghanistan to assist in
three main programs goals: firstly, economic growth led by the private sector, secondly, the
establishment of a democratic and capable state governed by the rule of law, and lastly the
provision basic services for its people (USAID Afghanistan: About Us, 2014). Similarly to the
UN, USAID has promoted education, maternal health and women’s empowerment. USAID
highlights in its website that “The 2013 Survey of the Afghan People by The Asia Foundation
found that 72 percent of Afghans are satisfied with the availability of education for children. A
strong education system that includes professional teachers and high-quality learning materials
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and methodologies is essential to Afghan economic growth, democratic development, and
stability,” (USAID Afghanistan: About Us, 2014). While from the outset this is appealing, one
must note that the same 2013 survey of the Afghan found that 76% of women have no formal
education, and that 60% of the total population have had no formal education (as mentioned
previously). Afghans may feel satisfied with the current educational situation; however, this is in
no means a victory for Afghanistan. The Asia Foundation survey also highlighted that since
2006, access to education and literacy has been the top issue for women in Afghanistan.
To remedy this situation, USAID has worked to rebuild 680 schools, of which 10% are
female-only schools. Furthermore, the agency states “USAID’s education projects invest in
teacher training for women, development and printing of materials and textbooks that portray
women in non-traditional ways, as well as basic furnishings to facilitate girls’ attendance,”
(USAID Afghanistan: Gender & Participant Training, 2014). The establishment of 68 female
only schools is admirable; however, more all female schools must be established. As highlighted
by the Afghan ministry of education previously, the establishment of all female schools with
female teachers is critical to maintaining enrollment of young women. It is considered
unacceptable to send women to a mixed gender school. USAID does not mention working
within an Islamic framework to achieve any development goals. It is obvious that USAID is
working with in the cultural framework of providing gender-segregated education; but there is no
mention in any materials regarding Afghanistan about sensitive to the Islamic perspective or that
USAID works with local Mullahs to promote projects.
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On the contrary, USAID makes a point to not promote its work within an Islamic
framework. In 2009, then current USAID's legal counsel, Gary Winter, stated
“The agency [USAID] would never fund any program with a religious purpose. The legal
test goes beyond that to [include] endorsement of religion, indoctrination of religions,
excessive entanglement with religion. We have to try to accomplish our secular purpose
while still not violating these legal principles,” (Lynch, 2009).
This limited legal approach has extended to also include a rejection by USAID to
translate the Koran and train USAID workers on how to use the Koran to combat extremism in
Kyrgyzstan. In 2006, USAID rejected an offer from the University of Montana to work with the
university to translate the Koran from Arabic into local Kyrgyzstani dialects to combat extremist
Islamic massages and promote moderate messages such as the notion that suicide is against the
teaching of the Koran (Lynch, 2009). The rejection of USAID to utilize Koranic training in its
work can be alienating to locals, and foster mistrust of USAID.
This outlook creates a further problem in Afghanistan, where many rural sources of
education and outreach are concentrated in local mosques (Coleman 2010, xii) and many
interactions require knowledge of Islam to gain approval by locals. It also creates a problem
where USAID project will lack legitimacy at the local level due to the exclusion of local
religious leaders (Mullahs). As previously outlined by the Survey of the Afghan People, religious
leaders have consistently been the institution in which Afghans place the most confidence
(Shawe 2013, 77). It is vitally important to include religious leaders in the discourse of local aid
programs, as they have a voice of legitimacy in society.
In a study produced by USAID contractor, Creative Associate International, the group
states:
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USAID is politically and perhaps constitutionally constrained in its ability to support
Muslim schools: U.S. public funds cannot be seen as flowing to religious schools . . .
That said, in many parts of the Islamic world, current U.S. foreign policy is viewed as
hostile to Islam. Muslim communities are not seeking support from anyone beyond the
Islamic tradition; some Muslim groups supported by Creative projects were reluctant to
receive funding that originated from the United States government directly lest they be
labeled as representing American interests, (Moulton 2008,43).
USAID does work within an Islamic framework, but in a limited capacity. USAID allows
contractors to work with Muslim schools and non-secular organizations; however, the
organization has received public outcry when it was found out USAID funds were used to
rebuild historic mosques in Iraq (Lynch, 2009). Legal restrictions and public outcry from US
citizens hinders the impactful work USAID can accomplish, according to the Washington Post:
Still, some scholars say that restrictions on USAID and other American civilian agencies
have undercut the United States' ability to win the hearts and minds of Muslims in the
Middle East, Africa and South Asia, where Islam plays a central role in public and
private life.
Karin von Hippel, a senior fellow at the Center for Strategic and International Studies,
said military commanders have been given much more freedom to fund Islamic causes -such as rehabilitation of mosques and assistance for religious schools. She argued that
U.S. civilian agencies need to be given the same flexibility. Von Hippel said many
officials have simply steered clear of Islamic charities because they do not understand
how they function and fear that their careers could be harmed if they inadvertently
support an entity that later turns out to be linked to militants, (Lynch 2009).
This flexibility is necessary, especially when working in the Afghan context. As previously
stated, Afghan women are a symbol of family honor (Skaine 2007, 5, 73), and it is important that
their position is not compromised when it comes to participating development programs.
Working within an Islamic framework allows their honor and reputation to remain intact and
provides a great acceptance of women’s participation in programs. USAID has partnered with
community based education programs, which allow more than 105,000 young women to attend
more informal schools and avoid travelling unsafe distances alone. USAID is unclear in the
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nature of the community based education programs, whether or not the majority are run out of
mosques, homes, or other organizations (USAID Afghanistan: Education, 2014).
USAID’s work in the healthcare sector is very similar to the practices of the UN. USAID
has focused training midwives to better serve rural populations and allow for women to be seen
by a female healthcare worker. Over 2,000 midwives have been trained by USAID, and USAID
works to provide local Afghans with access to contraception (Skaine 2007, 106). USAID does
not elaborate on the details of the program; this includes the contraception education, and types
distributed. Unfortunately, without proper education about contraception and family planning
women face great obstacles to successfully obtaining and using contraception (Skaine, 2007,
107). Promoting contraception within an Islamic framework would be beneficial, as it would
alleviate stigma surrounding contraception and its use.
The UN and USAID share similar goals, but differ in practice. USAID faces legal and
political pressure to back away from a non-secular approach in its development projects. Isobel
Coleman (2004) with the Center for Strategic and International studies remarked on the United
State’s approach to women in Afghanistan “The United States has advocated women’s rights as a
moral imperative or as a way to promote democracy. In so doing, it might have compounded the
difficulty of its task, by irking conservative religious forces,”(Coleman, 2004 web).
Alienating the most trusted institution in Afghanistan can hinder progress for women in,
and make projects much harder to accomplish. It is not surprising that US has publically backed
away from women’s projects in Afghanistan recently. In a statement from a senior Whitehouse
official in the Obama administration, the official remarked “Gender issues are going to have to
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take a back seat to other priorities. . .There is no way we can be successful if we maintain every
special interest and pet project. All those pet rocks in our rucksack were taking us down,”
(Hudson 2012, 202). This view as women as a pet project, instead of an important building block
in political stability will hinder US efforts in Afghanistan.
The current presidential administration must change its views on women as an integral
part of creating stability in Afghanistan. The literature has revealed the importance of women’s
empowerment with regard to positive political outcomes; and secondly it has revealed the
importance of working within the broader cultural constructs of a nation when attempting to
empower women. Creating development programs geared toward educating women and
providing women with access to basic medical care can better succeed when the programs are
utilized in an Islamic framework.
Islam provides credibility, inclusion, and community involvement and investment in
development programs. This inclusion and community involvement is vital to the success of the
programs as US troops and development funds withdraw from Afghanistan. The data in this
study suggests that greater legitimacy and community involvement are linked to programs that
utilize an Islamic framework; so it is incredibly important that development agencies utilize an
Islamic framework in their projects. As mentioned in chapter two, there are caveats to this data;
this study does not provide the micro data, such as personal interviews and analysis of individual
projects on a regional level, to establish a significant causal connection between utilizing an
Islamic framework and more successful development programs for women, it does however
establish a pattern of success in utilizing this model.
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The data has revealed several examples where utilizing and Islamic framework has
created more acceptance of development programs, and greater success in the programs.
Utilizing Islamic framework is not only useful in addressing the empowerment of women, but in
community development as whole. The case of Sakena Yacoobi, and her school for Afghan
refugees is a prime example. Yacoobi approached the local Mullah in the refugee camp and
worked with him to establish a school for girls, which grew to become an educational program
for boys and girls, reaching 15,000 refugee children (Coleman 2010, 169-170). She credits her
success to working with the Mullah and creating a program acceptable to the average Afghan
(Coleman 2010, 170).
This example is one of many which reveal the pattern of success in utilizing the Islamic
framework. Afghans trust Islam, and utilizing an Islamic framework is the best option to pursue
women’s empowerment in Afghanistan. Training aid workers in feminist, moderate
interpretations of the Koran will allow deeper connections and access to the local Afghan
community. This deeper trust and connection will allow aid programs to flourish in the long term
and will provide Afghan women with the stability and success that has been lacking for so long
in Afghanistan.
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSIONS

In 2006, UN Secretary General Kofi Anan remarked “The world is starting to grasp that
there is no policy more effective in promoting development, health, and education that the
empowerment of women and girls. And I would venture that no policy is more important in
preventing conflict, or in achieving reconciliation after a conflict has ended,” (Hudson 2012, 95).
Women are the key to promoting lasting stability on the international scale; the literature has
revealed correlations between the empowerment of women and gains in health, education, GDP,
and political stability (Hudson 2012, 98). It is important that scholars and policy makers
understand the best ways to elevate women in the developing world in order to increase political
stability.
This study reveals that utilizing an Islamic framework in designing development
programs geared toward women can be important and beneficial. It has revealed patterns of
success in utilizing this framework and outlines the important community involvement and
ownership that comes with utilizing an Islamic framework.
This thesis has other shortcomings, it lack concise measurements beyond opinion polls
over time, and it does not provide empirical findings of whether or not USAID is more or less
successful than the UN at elevating women. I am unable to prove my hypothesis without micro
data of each UN or USAID project or without similar data regarding Afghan attitudes of each
project. It is very difficult to prove what features of a development program change cultural
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attitudes; however, this study does highlight patterns of success using the Islamic framework and
it highlights the survey data that reveals the importance of Islam in Afghanistan.
This study is able to reveal several personal success stories of utilizing an Islamic
framework and cultural sensitivity; and these successes can be correlated with the importance of
Islam in Afghanistan. Beyond identifying patterns, I am not able to prove my hypothesis. I would
like to study this further; unfortunately I was not able to obtain more in-depth data regarding
individual UN or USAID projects. I was also unable to gain interviews with anyone associated
with USAID or the UN. Hopefully, I can provide more in depth findings by pursuing this over a
longer period of time as a dissertation.
The patterns highlights in this thesis are important, Afghanistan ranks in the bottom ten
nations on the UN Human Development Index (Human Development Reports, 2014, web); it
brings several challenges including ethnic cleavages, religious-sect cleavages, as well as rural
and urban divide. This study has shown that despite the ethnic and geographical challenges
facing Afghanistan, there are common cultural features that permeate all Afghan society in the
form of Islam. The role of women and Islam are at the center of these common features- and they
are the keys to obtaining stability in Afghanistan. It may seem counterintuitive to promote Islam
in a country that was torn apart by radical Islam; however it is the gateway to elevating women
in Afghanistan.
Afghanistan is unique; it has undergone several foreign invasions, coups and
occupations- throughout each political event the Islamic identity of the Afghan people has
remained. Islam is considered the fabric of Afghan society and in order to achieve real progress
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for women in Afghanistan, one must work within the current societal framework (Coleman,
2010, 202). “Cultural whiplash’ will create failure, this has happened repeatedly in attempts to
‘modernize’ Islamic societies (Hudson 2012, 202); two examples of this include laws banning
the wearing of a hijab (headscarf) in Turkey and Algeria. Both attempts were met with hostility
and many women continued to wear a headscarf as a symbol of political subversion and a fight
against secularism (Coleman 2010, xxii). Often times women in these contexts felt that their
identity was under attack and will act in a reactive manner to the outside force that is seen as
taking away their identity (Rostami-Povey 2007, 130).
Women are used often used as political pawns during times of conflict; they are symbols
of the family and society (Kalyvas 2006, 171, 262). Threats to the delicate social standing of
women in a society by outsiders can cause outrage. In the past in Afghanistan, the West (and
USSR) has been seen as illegitimate; and attempts to ‘modernize’ and create a more secular
society in Afghanistan have created a polarizing force and caused oppression of women to
worsen (Rostami-Povey 2007, 132). Noting all of these factors, one must pursue and agenda to
elevate women within the Islamic context. Using the rhetoric of Islam is the only way to gain
mass support and legitimacy for women (Rostami-Povey, 2007, 134). Working within the
Islamic framework will create an acceptable and organic way to subtly change the society.
Changes that are embraced and promoted by the community will be lasting as opposed to
changed that have been imposed by an ‘imperialist or colonial agenda’. Rights and status cannot
be imported, the society must embrace these changes or they will fail (Rostami-Povey 2007,
130).
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Working within an Islamic framework allows programs to be embraced by local
communities and encourages the participants to take ownership of the projects. The program
becomes part of the community as opposed to something pushed on the Afghans be outsiders.
This grassroots effect unites and mobilizes communities and can be more effective than a ‘topdown approach’ (Hudson 2012, 208). Additionally, this approach of community involvement
and ownership creates programs that will not be attacked (politically or physically) when foreign
troops leave Afghanistan. Examples such as mosque-based education centers would protect
women from Taliban attacks in high risk areas (Hudson 2012, 207). Involving men is also vital;
as mentioned repeatedly, involving local Mullahs provides projects with immediate legitimacy
and social acceptance. It is also important to involve Afghan males in projects for womenKoranic teaching must also include the role of men, otherwise projects and programs will
flounder (Hudson 2012, 177).
Working within an Islamic framework allows Afghans to ‘build upon their roots and
opposed to giving up on them’ (Hudson 2012, 173). Hudson elaborates further, “This approach
validates core concepts of the self-image and at the same time helps individuals transcend
misconceptions with newer more equitable way to view women,” (Hudson 2012, 173). Stripping
away the identity of a group or country and imposing a new, foreign way of life is not beneficial
to progress.
Women must be able to establish their own independent identity in Afghanistan and must
have access to education in order to do so. Lasting change must be made in Afghanistan; Afghan
women have repeatedly undergone cultural pendulum swings, from secular modernism to
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extremist ideologies. The only way to counter backlash and create real lasting change for
women in the Afghan context is to promote women’s rights in the Islamic context. Credible,
lasting change via development program for Afghan women must be established through an
Islamic framework.
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